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A NAVAL CONTROVERSY 

BY LIEUTENANT COMMANDER HENRY WILLIAMS, U. S. N. 



The recent order of the Secretary of the Navy author- 
izing officers of the Staff Corps of the Navy to use the titles 
of their rank again brings into prominence a long standing 
controversy. This controversy between the Line and the 
Staff Corps of the Navy is nearly as old as the Navy itself. 
It has been the subject of more discussion, in and out of the 
service, than any other naval topic ; and for many years inva- 
riably was brought into prominence, whenever legislation 
affecting the Navy's personnel was under consideration. It 
has been waged through the desire of the members of the 
several Staff Corps to improve their status in the service as 
regards rank and official position, and their wish to destroy 
the caste distinction which has existed in the Navy, placing 
officers of the Line on a higher plane officially than officers 
of the Staff. Though the question is not entirely one of 
military rank or titles, staff officers have sought both rank 
and titles with the idea that such an acquisition would result 
in an improved position and status for themselves. 

The Corps of Surgeons of the Navy, the oldest branch of 
the Staff Corps, was the first to make an effort to improve 
its position and status in the service. As early as 1816 a 
petition was addressed to the Navy Department by a num- 
ber of surgeons of the Navy requesting definite rank in the 
service. This petition met with the approval of a number of 
captains of the Navy, who wrote expressing approbation of 
the proposed change and hope for favorable action. The 
Board of Navy Commissioners approved the request, 
stating that it seemed just that Navy surgeons should be 
put on the same footing regarding rank, pay, and emolu- 
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ments as those of the Army. Due to opposition of line offi- 
cers, however, no definite steps were taken to this end, 
though several of the various Secretaries of the Navy sub- 
mitted to Congress recommendations that it should provide 
by law for the desired rank, etc., for the surgeons. 

As late as 1841, staff officers of the Navy in the various 
branches, though nominally commissioned officers, actually 
had few of the rights and prerogatives as such. Surgeons, 
pursers, and chief engineers messed in the ward-room, used 
the starboard gangway, and had the same share as a lieu- 
tenant in the prize-money; assistant surgeons and assistant 
engineers messed in the steerage and used the port gang- 
way. Codes of Navy Regulations proposed in 1833, 1841, 
and 1843 provided for " an assimilated rank " for " civil 
officers " of the Navy. These codes never received the 
necessary approval of Congress, and, consequently, did not 
become effective. The proposed code of 1841, referred to, 
provided that " the civil officers of the Navy shall have 
assimilated rank with the sea officers of the Navy as fol- 
lows: Surgeons, pursers, chaplains, and secretaries with 
lieutenants of the Navy; passed assistant surgeons with 
masters; other assistant surgeons and professors of mathe- 
matics with passed midshipmen, and clerks with midship- 
men." Masters and passed midshipmen were warrant 
officers. 

The custom of the service at this time required that sur- 
geons and other civil officers should give way to the lieu- 
tenants upon entering and leaving boats, in processions and 
elsewhere. No civil officers sat on courts-martial, wore 
epaulettes on their uniforms, nor had any privileges of " as- 
similated rank " other than as accorded by the customs of 
the service and by the courtesy of their messmates, th 
lieutenants. 

The civil officers, particularly the surgeons, were greatly 
dissatisfied with the conditions under which they served and 
with their anomalous position on shipboard, and repeated 
efforts were made to have an improved status accorded them. 

This question of rank for civil officers was brought re- 
peatedly before the public and incidentally before the com- 
mittees of Congress. The pretensions of the staff officers 
were opposed successfully, however, by the line officers, who 
were sufficiently influential to block any legislation granting 
the desired rank; the staff officers, on their side, were by no 
vol. ccvhi.— no. 756 47 
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means united as to what they wished and what the various 
branches should receive. 

In August, 1846, Secretary Bancroft, despairing of ob- 
taining a settlement of the matter by Congress, with the 
approval of the President, and in accordance with an opinion 
of the Attorney- General, who held that such action would be 
legal, issued an order that stirred profoundly the naval or- 
ganization, conferring, as it did, on the surgeons the long- 
desired rank, and making them, according to the number of 
years service, rank with commanders and lieutenants. The 
order provided, however, that commanding and executive 
officers when on duty should take precedence over all medi- 
cal officers. The provisions of this order were soon extended 
to the pursers. 

The Line refused to accept gracefully the defeat that Mr. 
Bancroft's order represented, and staff officers were encour- 
aged by its terms to overstep the bounds. A state of insub- 
ordination in the Navy ensued and line officers had just 
ground for the charge, brought by them, that the discipline 
of the service had suffered as a result of granting rank to 
surgeons and pursers; but, unfortunately, the charge that 
they themselves had brought about and were responsible for 
such conditions was more or less just. Several petitions 
were drawn, addressed to the Secretary of the Navy or to 
Congress, and signed by numbers of line officers, asking to 
have the obnoxious order rescinded. A group of about sixty 
line officers went so far as to assemble in Washington, for the 
purpose of procuring the revocation of the order. They ad- 
dressed to Congress and the Secretary of the Navy a formal 
protest against its enforcement on the ground of illegality of 
the executive action in issuing it. One line officer wrote that 
he held his rank dearer than life itself and threatened to 
cleave to the chin with his cutlass any purser of the Navy who 
might presume to sign an official report above him. 

In spite, however, of protests from the line officers, some 
of which then must have appeared, as they do now, most 
ridiculous and undignified, the staff officers gained their 
point, and the orders of 1846 and 1847 were upheld, later to 
be legalized and extended by act of Congress. Engineers in 
their turn were granted rank in accordance with the length 
of their service, by act of Congress of March 3, 1859. 

In 1860, in the United States Navy, there were but three 
grades of commissioned officers in the Line, those of captain, 
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commander, and lieutenant, the title of commodore being one 
of courtesy only. Masters were warrant officers, not in the 
line of promotion. Under the provisions of the naval appro- 
priation act of 1860, pursers were designated as paymasters. 
By act of July 16, 1862, Congress created the additional 
grades in the Line of rear-admiral, commodore, lieutenant- 
commander, and ensign, the Staff Corps not, however, be- 
ing included in this legislation. In March, 1863, Secretary 
Welles, following the example of his predecessors, and in 
accordance with an opinion of the Attorney-General hold- 
ing such procedure to be legal, issued an order defining the 
Staff of the Navy, and specifying what the relative rank of 
each grade should be. Besides surgeons, paymasters, and 
engineers, others were mentioned as staff officers, and given 
relative rank in accordance with the length of their service. 

A line writer of this period characterized the Welles order 
as stabbing at the military honor and professional life of line 
officers, then nearly all in command before the enemy. He 
stated that if any of the line officers had committed every 
crime in the calendar they could not have been sentenced by 
court-martial to undergo such a loss of rank as inflicted by it. 

This order, though resented bitterly by the line officers, 
continued in force throughout the Civil War, but was re- 
voked by the Navy Department in another order signed by 
Secretary Borie, on April 1, 1869, Vice-Admiral Porter, an 
unrelenting foe of staff rank, having then to a large degree 
the direction of the Navy Department. 

It was stated by a member of Congress, in 1894, that Ad- 
miral Porter's order was read at general muster on all naval 
vessels and the staff officers required, then and there, in the 
presence of other officers and crew, to remove the marks of 
their rank. 

In effect, the order acted to reduce the rank of a number 
of staff officers, and to take away the designation " Staff 
Officers " from all except surgeons, paymasters, and engi- 
neers, who retained only the rank conferred on them by law 
of Congress. The Navy Register issued January, 1869, 
listed all " civil officers " with military rank, some of them 
with that of captain; this was changed in the Register for 
July, 1869, which showed only surgeons, paymasters, and 
engineers with rank, the highest being that of commander. 

It is probable that this order of Secretary Borie was indi- 
rectly the cause of the triumph the staff officers were destined 
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soon to achieve, for they were so successful in presenting to 
Congress their cause, and in stating the injustice that had 
been done them, that the Naval Appropriation Act, passed 
March 3, 1871, contained provisions fixing definitely the 
status of all staff officers, the principle of relative rank and 
precedence, and gave to staff officers the six years' construct- 
ive service in determining such relative rank. This act estab- 
lished the various grades of the Staff Corps as they now exist, 
and in general its provisions must have been more liberal than 
was hoped for by even the friends of the staff officers. 

It is probable that at this juncture, subsequent to 1871, 
the " controversy " was more bitter than it had been at any 
previous time. At the close of the Civil War it was said to 
have been responsible for the failure to confer on officers of 
the Navy, as had been done so generously for those of the 
Army, the brevet rank as a recognition of service. Rather 
than concede even brevet rank to staff officers, the Line was 
willing to forego the honor for itself. The Staff smarted 
under the injustice that they felt they had received at the 
hands of the Line, and the bitterness of the fight they had 
just waged before Congress still rankled. Admiral Porter, 
in a letter addressed to the Secretary of the Navy, said that 
honorary rank had been conceded for the purpose of estab- 
lishing the status of civil officers on board ship, and that they 
were favored with the compliment of rank to identify them 
with their surroundings and to give propriety to their pres- 
ence. 

The engineers, from the close of the Civil War, were the 
most aggressive of the Staff Corps in the fight for titles and 
rank. The profession of engineers was looked down on by 
the line officers, and there is no doubt that they submitted 
their brother officers of the engineer branch to many unneces- 
sary humiliations. Owing to rapid promotion, consequent 
on the reorganization of the Navy at the close of the Civil 
War, there were many young line officers in the higher 
grades. The older staff officers found this extremely irksome 
and disagreeable. Some of them who had been instructors 
at the Naval Academy went to sea at the close of their de- 
tails, to find themselves junior in rank to their pupils of a 
short time before. 

With the establishing in 1871 of a course for Cadet Engi- 
neers at the Naval Academy, the position of the naval en- 
gineers in the service was somewhat improved. This was due 
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not only to the fact that a better class of men were obtained, 
but also because, through their association at the Naval Acad- 
emy with the midshipmen, the latter were somewhat more 
kindly disposed to them later when they became engineer 
officers; and through the knowledge of service customs and 
traditions gained at the Academy, which gave the young en- 
gineer officers more confidence when they entered upon their 
duties afloat. In 1882 Cadet Engineers were merged with 
the Cadet Midshipmen, all becoming Naval Cadets. The 
selection of those to be assigned, upon graduation, was not 
made until the end of three years at the Naval Academy. It 
was claimed, however, that at the Naval Academy many line 
officers influenced the minds of cadets against the Engineer 
Corps, thus preventing some who had mechanical preferences 
and displayed high scholarship, from joining that division, 
and it was claimed also that many cadets whose class standing 
made them undesirable recruits for the Line were forced to 
become engineers. Frequent efforts were made in the ensu- 
ing years to obtain personnel legislation for the Navy, and a 
number of bills were introduced before Congress, only to 
meet with failure through the opposing interests developed 
by the controversy. 

In 1894 a joint commission of Congress was appointed to 
investigate and consider the entire subject of rank, pay, and 
all matters relating to the personnel of the Navy. The bill, 
recommended by the Navy Department to the favorable con- 
sideration of the commission, provided only for the reorgan- 
ization of the Line, and ignored the Staff Corps' claims to 
legislation for improving their status, and for absolute rank 
in place of relative. The report of the hearings before this 
commission shows the same bitterness between the Line and 
the Staff over the question of rank and titles as previously 
had existed for over half a century. The engineers were more 
insistent in this regard than were the other branches of the 
Staff Corps, though the surgeons and the paymasters both 
complained of the unsatisfactory conditions existing as to 
their status. 

The bill advanced by the engineers and pushed vigorously 
by them, contained so many provisions unacceptable to the 
Line, and was opposed so bitterly by it that the whole pro- 
posed scheme of personnel legislation failed of passage by 
Congress. 

In 1898, conditions as regarded the personnel of the Line 
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had become extremely bad, the Civil War " hump " had 
caused such a stagnation of promotion that officers served 
ten and more years as ensign, also there were lieutenants in 
the Navy fifty years old. The strength developed by the 
engineers in their fight before Congress in 1894 was such as 
to cause line officers to realize that no legislation affording 
them relief, without provision for absolute rank for the engi- 
neers, could be obtained. The other branches of the Staff 
Corps were not regarded as being so formidable, though it 
was realized that their support would be desirable. The ever- 
present question of staff rank was certain to be brought for- 
ward, and it was concluded to give not only consideration to 
the engineers, but also to the claims for absolute rank of other 
staff officers. The famous Personnel Bill, passed by Con- 
gress in 1899, provided for amalgamating the Engineer 
Corps with the Line and, by the simple expedient of making 
line officers of them, conferring on the engineers the long- 
sought-for military rank and titles. To the officers of all 
the other branches of the Staff Corps of the Navy the Bill 
accorded " rank " instead of the " relative rank," which they 
held under the provisions of the act of 1871. The commit- 
tee in its report transmitting the Personnel Bill to Congress 
stated that the question of rank had occasioned frequent dis- 
satisfaction in the past, and that, after investigation, it had 
come to the conclusion that there was no reason why there 
should be any distinction in the matter of rank between staff 
officers and line officers, and that the Staff should be com- 
missioned with actual rank, the same as in the Line and in 
the Army. However, they provided that because staff offi- 
cers were commissioned with actual rank, they should not as 
a result have the right to command. Further, it was stated: 
" The committee believes that they should still retain the 
titles which the}' now have, description of their duties and 
their Corps, but think their status in the Navy in the matter 
of rank should be thus firmly established." 

The Line and Staff controversy which, in 1899, thus had 
been settled temporarily was destined not long to remain 
quiescent. Personnel legislation was required to relieve con- 
ditions in the Line. In a special message to Congress, on 
December 17, 1906, the President invited attention to the 
urgent necessity for such legislation as would cause line offi- 
cers of the Navy to reach the grade of captain and rear- 
admiral at less advanced ages than was then the average, 
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and that would give the officers more experience and training 
in the important duties of those grades. The President for- 
warded a draft of a proposed bill as recommended by a per- 
sonnel board. This measure included no provision for the 
Staff Corps, and in reference to this omission the Secretary 
of the Navy stated in his annual report for 1906, that he re- 
frained from any recommendation relative to the portion of 
the report of the personnel board dealing with the Staff 
Corps " because it is impossible to say that it has, in the main, 
received the approval of the officers most directly affected, 
and I am not prepared to advise the embodiment in legisla- 
tion of any plan which will not finally and once for all end 
the regrettable differences existing between the Staff Corps 
and the Line." 

The dispute between the Line and the Staff thus in 1906 
again reached an acute stage and was brought to the notice 
of the public because of the failure to accede to the wishes 
of the Staff that there be included in the proposed measure 
provisions relating to the personnel of the Staff, especiaUy 
for military titles for its officers. Many of the line partisans 
did not hesitate to accuse the staff officers of maliciously ex- 
erting their influence in opposition to the passage of the 
Personnel Bill, through spite at the refusal of the Line to 
accede to their wishes in the matter of military titles. Edi- 
torials published in the New York Herald, favoring the 
measure, stated that it was opposed by some officers of the 
Staff Corps, who combined secretly to obstruct or kill the 
passage of the bill, not because its provisions affected them, 
but because of its failure " to accord these important and 
capable officials " the Line titles of admiral, captain, and so 
down the hierarchy of the seas. It was stated further that 
this opposition was arrayed with such influence and persist- 
ency as to threaten the defeat of the Personnel Bill, which 
was regarded as a disaster for which a day of reckoning 
awaited. These statements as to the activities of the Staff, 
in all probability, were greatly exaggerated, but the incident 
serves to show clearly the fact of the continued existence at 
that time of bitter feeling. 

The Personnel Bill failed of passage, whether due to the 
opposition of the staff officers, lack of their support, or to 
other causes, would be impossible to determine, but the inci- 
dent served again to demonstrate the difficulty, if not im- 
possibility, of obtaining naval personnel legislation which 
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lacked the support of any branch of the service. The normal 
difficulties attending the passage by Congress of any naval 
measure are so great, that any opposition, or even lack of 
support, is sufficient usually to cause its defeat. The ques- 
tion of titles and the right of staff officers to exercise military 
command under certain circumstances undoubtedly will be 
brought up in any discussion before Congress of naval per- 
sonnel matters. 

During the term of Secretary Meyer circumstances af- 
fecting administration of the business of the Navy Depart- 
ment and the Navy Yard again brought into evidence the 
feeling between the Line and the Staff. The Secretary, 
probably having in mind the amalgamation of the engineers 
with the Line and the consequent elimination of that portion 
of the controversy, sent to Congress a draft of a measure pro- 
viding for general amalgamation with the Line of all Staff 
officers except the Medical Corps. The House Naval Com- 
mittee conducted extensive hearings on this proposal, and a 
number of officers were heard or requested to submit state- 
ments as to their views. These officers represented all corps 
and all grades, and the report of the hearings fills a large 
volume. While the proposed amalgamation had compara- 
tively few advocates, many of the Line officers took occasion 
to discredit the Staff officers' desire for military title, and 
the staff officers on their side advanced strong arguments up- 
holding their pretensions. Considerable feeling thus was 
shown to exist at that time, on both sides of the controversy. 
While, since then no circumstances have occurred to bring 
out again a public expression of the sentiments and feeling, 
without doubt they existed as strongly as ever. It is, there- 
fore, to be regarded as extremely fortunate that the recent 
order of Secretary Daniels, which should eliminate for all 
time this controversy, came at a time when the best efforts 
of everyone concerned are required to uphold American arms 
on the sea. In war time there is no room in the naval ser- 
vice for disputes so adversely affecting the efficiency of the 
service. 

Henby Williams. 



